11:00-12:00 M-W-F 2:00-3:00 M-W & by appointment
The literature of John Ronald T olkien is a phenomenon of the second half of the Twentieth Century in English letters. At first dismissed as a lighthearted venture into children's fiction, it is today ranked among the great works of modern literature. The question most frequently asked is, why? What is there in this trilogy and its prelude which caught the imaginations of millions of readers and finally attracted the attention of the academic world? The usual answer is that Tolkien took a literary form-the epic-long dead give it new life so that a whole generation of readers has come to know again the sweep and grandeur of heroic literature. In his books, Totkien created the saga of Middle Earth and the great War of the Rings which combined elements of the classical epic pattern and the medieval romance.
That is all very well, but how does that explain the popularity and achievement of these books which have become the center of a modern day cult and which are said by some to be the contemporary equivalents of the mad and the Odyssey? In this course, we are gOing to try to understand Tolkien's achievement and thus, his popularity, by conSidering what he did and how. We are, therefore, going to treat this literature as great literature, that is seriously. As most medievalists, Tolkien believed in weaving his literary tapestry out of many threads-all of which had some special tone or color to add to his over-all design. That is to say, most of what appears in LOTR is not original to Tolkien: he borrowed almost all of it from earlier works. This is not surprising given his background and training for this is how all the great works of old and middle English were created. In the first part of this course, we will examine his courses and their archetypes to see what it was that Tolkien was doing in his structuring of the work. In the second part of the course, we will examine the final product and observe the magic of the man himself who took these traditional forms and wove them into a new and exciting work which is revered by scholars and treasured by readers of all ages.
REQUIRED TEXTS:
Master At the beginning of the term, there will be several lectures to give you background material as needed. During much of the course, however, there will be great emphasis on class discussion. Most of you have read the works more than once and I assume you are, by now, familiar with the story line. We are not going to proceed on an introductory level, but rather advance into central ideas and themes of the work. Before we get to the main part of the course, you will be given lists of questions to consider as you reexamine the material. These will form the basis for class discussion, but not the limits of it. I think you will be surprised at how many differing ideas of textual matters can arise from the same material read by a group of people. This is why I recommend A Guide to Middle Earth and The New Tolkien Companion which are exhaustive concordances and dictionaries.
There will also be several movie nights held as part of this course to demonstrate the various ways in which these themes and tales have been handled.
